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stalled or transformed into relief work, there was a risk of
adding to the problem by putting the regular contractor's
men out of employment. The result of these spasmodic experi-
ments was therefore summed up by the majority on the royal
commission in 1909 as costly inefficiency.
Octavia Hill, the last survivor of the mid-Victorian school
of social workers, was more convinced than ever that the
artificial provision of work was both degrading and unecono-
mic. But her resistance served at least to point a much needed
warning against the injustice and danger of deliberately swell-
ing the army of unskilled manual workers by local and
temporary increases in the demand for their labour. Her
colleagues on the royal commission on poor-laws and distress
were content, however, to draw a distinction—implicit in the
report of the minority and explicit in that of the majority—
between relief-work and public works. Whereas the former
was organized on a non-commercial basis, the latter were
executed through the ordinary commercial channels. Instead
of doling out odd days of work direct to inefficient outcasts
of other trades, additional orders might be placed with con-
tractors during times of stress. These contractors in their
turn would continue to place orders for equipment, and more
regular employment would thus be provided for regular
workers. Instead of improvising a crazy machine for relieving
individual sufferers, an attempt might be made to keep the
ordinary economic machine at work at least in the various
constructional industries which were the very ones most liable
to cyclical fluctuation.
Contemporary economic developments were, moreover,
providing a wider field for useful public works which might
well prove of economic or social value even if they did not
directly pay for themselves. The development of the motor
was leading to a revival of road-building and bridge-strength-
ening, for the first time since tRe railway ruined the turn-pike.
And local authorities were showing an increasing interest in
housing. There was in fact a tendency to discern the existence
of a rapidly extending field of public utilities on which all

